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On May 23, after five days on strike, employees at Costa Rica's state-run electricity and
telecommunications firm Instituto Costarricense de Electricidad (ICE) agreed to return to work
without achieving any concessions from management. The motive for the walkout was an ICE
decision to implement recommendations from its "Analysis, Strategy, and Organization of the ICE
Group," which calls for restructuring its departments and subsidiary companies. Strikers, led by the
Frente de Organizaciones Laborales (FOL), said the plan would result in the privatization of much of
ICE and eventually in massive layoffs.
The unions also reject a plan to sell concessions for cellular telephone service, preferring that ICE
acquire the necessary technology and keep that service public. ICE plan would set up mixed public
& private companies Specifically, the plan would fuse the data transmission subsidiary Radiografica,
SA (RACSA) with ICE's telecommunications department, creating an autonomous division called
ICETEL.
Likewise, a second autonomous company called ICELEC would be formed out of the present ICE
subsidiary Compania Nacional de Fuerza y Luz (CNFL) and ICE's electric- power division. Though
neither company would be privatized, ICELEC could sell some of its power plants to the private
sector and set up mixed companies that could raise capital by selling shares to the public. Similarly,
private capital would be invited to participate in telecommunications (see NotiSur, 09/28/97).
According to an ICE spokesperson, workers had already been assured that no layoffs would take
place and that, with the improvement in service and profits that the reorganization would make
possible, ICE could avoid privatization. ICE president Roberto Dobles said management was willing
to negotiate with the strikers over administrative policies, but he insisted that there would be no
retreat from restructuring.
The strike, announced as "indefinite," was weak from the start, with only partial participation by
ICE labor unions. According to an official of one of the striking unions, at least 3,000 workers were
actively participating in the walkout. But ICE management said that, of its 10,839 workers, only
722 had failed to report for work on the first day of the strike and 615 on the second. Press reports
indicated only moderate support from non-ICE unions and no evidence that the strike and picketing
had interfered with ICE operations.
A survey by the San Jose daily La Nacion indicated that long distance, directory assistance, and
other services were not substantially affected. Following the collapse of the strike, FOL leader Jorge
Arguedas said talks would go on between the unions and ICE management over the restructuring
plan. The unions will continue to oppose the neoliberal plan, he said. [Sources: La Nacion (Costa
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Rica), 05/21/97; Notimex, 05/19/97, 05/22/97; Tico Times (Costa Rica), 04/11/97, 04/25/97, 05/30/97;
Reuter, 05/19/97, 05/20/97, 05/21/97, 05/30/97]
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